Why Now?
We Trade believers appear to lack a full view and understanding of the differentiations within Fair Trade, their significance and origins, and what is (still) regressive and unfair. We can only manage to overcome this through a platform dedicated to trying to achieve this.
We envisage the Fair Trade Society and the Journal of Fair Trade as a platform for ideas and guidance on how to get it right. We want to create the links between thought and action to steer Fair Trade into maintaining its catalytic and transformative role in all of our societies. A Fair Trade Society that owns the Journal of Fair Trade is a new idea here: a membership organisation with the intention of uniting people who care deeply about what is good and fair and who want to challenge and redress wrongs. The ultimate purpose then is simple but heady: to discuss, define, debate and help to support a reboot of our movement for the next decades, calling out those who need that spur to change and transform themselves and documenting and underpinning the efforts of those who are leading the way. We hope many of you will join the Fair Trade Society and help us, contributing your voices and ideas.
Challenging and passionate commentary on the essence of fairness, empowerment, engagement, values, alternative economics, ethics and the very redefinition of economic success and sustainability will all be found in our journal pages and in discussions on the Fair Trade Society website (www.joft.org.uk) in the years to come. In the road travelled so far, and the one ahead, no special significance is given to 'Fairtrade', 'Fair Trade', 'Fairly Traded' or other variations of spelling, despite the contest for meaning between these terms. For simplicity of purpose alone, then, we are using and deliberately reclaiming the term 'Fair Trade'. Why? First, inequality pervades our world. It affects all aspects of our societies through disparities in income; access to justice; rights; opportunities for education and advancement; and the basic necessities of food, water and dignity in life. The quickening embrace of sustainability in trade does not try to reach or encompass what is fair. companies to do more and show more commitment over time, not less, but when they do, they perceive those efforts as being mainly on their own terms. Environmental protection and the urgency of addressing climate change impacts and drivers do not appear at all to deliver systemic adjustment to production, distribution and the organisation of economies. However, notions of fairness, or a sense of justice and even redress through trade, have almost been eclipsed in our discourse, overtaken by other themes: sustainability, private-sector leadership, multi-stakeholder engagements, supply chain controls, 'transparency', regulation, ethical codes and, still, audit.
Like many other movements driven by a radical (root) purpose, Fair Trade may yet, perhaps, be remade now even as the ideas are broadened. Those who specifically wish to may prevent continued corporate capture and retain or reboot the fundamental principles and challenge to the economic status quo that made Fair Trade so catalytic in its early years. What is clear is that Fair Trade principles and vision have a critical role ahead. This stems both from the movement's visionary and radical beginnings and the compelling need to sustain and magnify discussion about the lack of equity in trade and, for far too many, the harsh and hopeless worlds and lives of work. There can be no question about the increasingly unequal power relationships between buyers and sellers, employers and workers, and the social woes and wideranging disenfranchisements that result. Women and children remain the 'catch-all' social grouping bearing the costs (internal and external) of our punishing social and economic norms. And there are the 'old' but still central questions to answer on competition versus co-operation in the global economy, of ownership and voice, of determination and realisation of rights and responsibilities and of genuine accountability.
Why a Scholarly Journal?
We -a diverse and global we -have achieved a lot. We have tried, failed, learned and innovated, and indeed we keep doing so. Thus, our new Journal of Fair Trade will aim to define and establish credibly and clearly what makes trade transformative, what is being 'lost' or 'diluted' in our challenging times and what strategies, new movements and coalitions may exist to support its resumption or reawakening, particularly in an age of deepening exclusions and nationalisms. Many specialist academic journals publish regularly on fair trade subjects including agriculture, law, business, ethics, development, politics, branding and marketing. There is no shortage of subject matter. Fair Trade cuts across many disciplines, geographies and human dilemmas. Together with more fluent and accessible information, these initiatives are all driving or supporting premium niche products, market segmentation and human connectivity. These marketplaces are, in turn, fed by supply chains and marketing chains that celebrate or leverage difference and otherness and accrue more value from having specific origins, demarcating the producers' gender, or ecological or traditional production systems and methods, particularly, but not exclusively in food. This broader supply landscape is not all Fair Trade (nor does it claim to be), but Fair Trade is a driver and fully part of this landscape (whether it fully realises it or not!). Among the proliferations of model, Fair Trade is one of the few schematics to celebrate collective organisation among the atomised hard-working people at the 'beginning' of every supply chain.
What Is Ahead?
Within a span of fifty years, Fair Trade has become a multifaceted political and economic phenomenon, driving and catalysing change in the way business is done, how consumers consume and how producers produce. It is exceedingly comforting (and fascinating) that, in the end, so many disciplines are engaged in research on Fair Trade; on its meaning, realities and the change it works in the world. It is nothing other than exciting, too, that there are so many committed academics and activists at so many diverse institutions engaged in work around Fair Trade.
We know Fair Trade has acted as a catalyst for societal and commercial change. There is valuable work both done and to be done on when and how efforts for justice and fairness in trade have had an effect. However, we Trade has yet to be fully understood and gauged as being fully equitable, empowering and transformational.
Journal of Fair Trade
The content and meaning of Fair Trade may be adaptive, but the systems available to deliver it appear less so.
How can we really be certain that a developmental, economic/business-driven and moral system like Fair Trade is managing and prioritising needs adequately or functioning as a dynamic system at all? Have producers gotten a fairer deal? Which ones? How? What else is needed?
If Aristotle was grappling with the concept of fairness 2,000 years ago, can fair be a meaningful concept in a modern world so replete with historic, poverty-entrenching injustices? Should we go back to find out? Should we look to anthropology and the variety of human experiences and attempts at creating fair societies/ economies to know this? There seems to be work to do to 'connect the dots' and understand the patchwork of impacts -good and bad -of Fair Trade and other initiatives with transformational and ethical claims. And, perhaps hardest of all, we need to do all this with and not for the producer protagonists in this story. For this reason, the Journal of Fair Trade aims to be a collaborative venture from top to bottom, involving academics and practitioners, producers and businesses of all types, sizes and philosophies.
Perhaps, we need to look more deeply into the trajectories of those who were not able or willing to join the movement or those who did but who have since broken faith with it. There are some missing questions, perhaps, too. How has Fair Trade impacted on self-esteem and self-actualisation among small-scale producers?
Did it help those previously excluded from the market? What did the embracing of mainstream business into Fair Trade deliver? Can we establish and document what was really lost, lost for good or not worth having anyway? Have we really only seen microcosms of good work? So many questions: easy to pose, less easy to answer definitively.
Marginalisation and Control
There was always plurality in the Fair Trade movement: apolitical, good folk and churchgoers all working The goal of the Journal of Fair Trade is not to 'fill a gap' per se (by itself) but rather to co-ordinate and push for a clearer and more questioning voice on the fundamental trajectories of business and the meaning of Fair Trade as a business practice and as an economic/political and social change movement. Around us, we can now see economic justice being increasingly redefined in nationalist, exclusive, zenophobic and racist terms, and we can expect trade policy and public perceptions to shift within our lifetimes. Our journal needs to provide cogent responses and answers to this phenomenon.
The challenge is this: Can we develop a journal that is both historical and futuristic? Can we ensure that it speaks with voices that are not traditionally heard and delivers, as net results, first, an inspiring view of Fair
Trade's potential and, second, motivational support for transformative innovation? There is not an obvious place to go to find critique or 'bar-raising' articles and scholarly work about Fair Trade. There is a need to 'join the dots' sometimes, to promote more collaborative work and to disseminate work and learning. Sometimes existing writing, being done in different areas, could benefit from being grouped together and (re)analysed.
New combinations and connectivities of experience and ideas are vital. Once again, we lack a full view and understanding, and we can only manage this through a platform dedicated to trying to achieve it.
So, what is the platform? The Journal of Fair Trade is beginning as the product of a new Fair Trade Society that owns the journal and exists to support it and to help active thinkers and doers to engage and own the process. Joining the Society does one obvious thing: it provides you with digital access to the journal for free.
But, more than this, Fair Trade Society members own the Journal. As such this, too, is an ownership statement.
Fair Trade Society members will not always agree, but that is fine. The important unifying principle is a commitment to transformative trade, building undisputed best practice to share, to inspire and to sustain pressure for change for the next fifty years.
